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For those who suffer,

Those who endure,

And those who fight




For the human soul is virtually indestructible,

And its ability to rise from the ashes

Remains as long as the body draws breath.

Alice Miller

For Your Own Good




PART I




21 JULY




 

 

 

 

Westminster

Central London

Deborah St James came at Sanctuary Buildings by way of Parliament Square on one of the hottest days of what had so far been a blazingly hot summer. She’d been asked to meet with one of the undersecretaries at the Department for Education as well as the head of the NHS. ‘We’d like to talk you about a project,’ she’d been told. ‘Are you available to take something on?’

She was. She’d been casting round for a project since the publication of London Voices four months earlier, an undertaking that she’d spent the last several years putting together. So she was happy to attend a meeting that might turn into a new project although she couldn’t imagine what sort of photography the Department for Education in conjunction with the NHS might have in mind.

She approached a guard at the door with her identification in hand. However, he wasn’t so much interested in that as was he interested in the contents of her capacious bag. He told her that her mobile phone was fine but she was going to have to prove that her digital camera actually was a camera. Deborah obliged by taking his picture. She showed it to him. He waved her towards the door. He said, just as she was about to enter, ‘Delete that, though. I look like crap.’

At the reception desk, she asked for Dominique Shaw. Deborah St James here to speak with the undersecretary for the school system, she added.

After a discreetly murmured phone call, she was handed a lanyard with VISITOR printed on the card that hung from it. Meeting Room 4, she was told. Floor 2. Turn to the right if she chose the lift. Turn to the left if she chose the stairs. She went for the stairs.

When she arrived at Meeting Room 4, though, she assumed she’d been given the wrong number. Five people sat round a polished conference table, not the two she’d been led to believe wished to meet her. Three floor fans were trying heroically to mitigate the temperature in the room. They were only creating something of a scirocco.

A woman rose from the end of the table and came towards her, hand extended. She was smartly dressed in a manner that shouted ‘government official’, and she was decorated with overlarge rimless spectacles and gold earrings the size of golf balls. She was Dominique Shaw, she said, Parliamentary Undersecretary of State for the School System. She introduced the others so quickly that for the most part, Deborah only caught their positions: the head of the NHS, a representative from Barnardo’s, the founder of something called Orchid House, and a woman with the name Narissa whose surname Deborah didn’t catch. They were a diverse group: one was Black, one looked Korean, Dominique Shaw was white, and the woman called Narissa appeared to be mixed race.

‘Please.’ Dominique Shaw indicated an empty chair next to the representative from Barnardos.

Deborah sat. She was surprised to see a copy of London Voices in front of each of the people who were there. Her first thought was that the book was causing difficulties somehow, that she had created a volume that had turned out to be politically, socially or culturally incorrect, although she couldn’t imagine how any of that would involve the Department for Education. For the book comprised portraits of Londoners taken over a period of three years. Each portrait was accompanied by some of the subject’s words recorded by Deborah during the photographic session. Included among the portraits were at least two dozen of the increasingly large homeless population, people of all ages and races and nationalities who ended up sleeping in doorways along the Strand, stretched out in the subways beneath Park Lane, curled next to wheelie bins – and sometimes inside them – and behind hotels like the Savoy and the Dorchester. These parts of the book didn’t deliver London as the glamorous global city it made itself out to be.

She demurred on the offer of coffee or tea, but happily accepted tepid water from a glass jug on the table. She waited for someone to bring up the subject of the meeting – preferably clarification on the topic of what on earth she was doing there – and once Deborah had her water, as well as her own completely unnecessary copy of London Voices that Dominique Shaw passed to her, the undersecretary for schools began to elucidate.

She said, ‘It was Mr Oh who brought your book to my attention,’ with a nod at the man from Barnardo’s. ‘It’s impressive. I’ve been wondering, though …’ She seemed to cull through various options of what she was wondering while outside and below the window what sounded like a lorry with a very bad transmission screeched in the street. Shaw glanced at the window, frowned, then went on. ‘How did you manage it?’

Deborah wasn’t sure what Dominique Shaw meant. She looked at the cover of the book for a moment. The publisher had chosen an inoffensive image: one of the many elderly people who regularly fed the birds in St James’s Park. Peaked cap on his head, he was standing on the bridge over the pond, hand extended, bird on his palm. It was his deeply lined cheeks that had interested her, how the lines mapped the distance from the eyes to his lips, which were very chapped. The photograph wasn’t one she would have chosen for the cover of the book, but she understood the reasoning behind it. One did want the prospective buyer to pick it up and open it. A photo of someone sleeping rough in the Strand wasn’t likely to be as effective.

Deborah said, ‘D’you mean getting people to pose? I did ask them. I told them I wanted to make a portrait and, to be honest, most people are willing to have their picture taken if they’re approached and given the reason. Not everyone, of course. There were some people who said no, absolutely not. A few unpleasant remarks here and there but one can’t be put off by that. Those who were happy to let me shoot them where they were …? If they had an address, I sent them a copy of the photo I chose to use in the book.’

‘And what they said to you.’ Mr Oh was speaking. ‘Their remarks that you’ve included …?’

‘How did you get them to talk to you like this?’ the woman Narissa asked.

‘Oh. Right.’ Deborah opened the book and leafed through a few of the pages as she spoke. ‘The thing about taking someone’s photograph is to get them not to think about the fact that I’m taking their photograph. People stiffen up in front of a camera. It’s human nature. They think they’re supposed to pose and suddenly, they’re not who they really are. So the photographer has to devise a way to catch them in a moment when they … I suppose you’d say in a moment when they reveal themselves. Every photographer has to do this. It’s easy enough if I can catch them unaware of being photographed in the first place. But for something like this – I mean for a book or for any formal portrait, really – one can’t do that. So most photographers talk to them as they shoot.’

‘Tell them to relax, tell them to smile, tell them what?’ Dominique Shaw asked.

Deborah saw how the undersecretary had misunderstood her explanation. She said, ‘I don’t tell them anything. I ask them to tell me. I listen to them and I respond and they carry on. For this’ – she indicated the book – ‘I asked them to tell me about their experiences in London, about how they felt about living in London, about what London feels like for them, about the place where the picture was taken. Naturally, everyone had a different answer. It was the exploration of the answer that ended up giving me the moments I was looking for.’

The founder of Orchid House said, ‘Wha’s this, then? D’you think you have a special gift for getting people to talk to you?’

Deborah smiled as she shook her head. ‘Lord, no. I’m completely inarticulate if the subject veers away from photography, dogs, or cats. I can do gardening, I suppose, but only if it deals with weeding and only if I don’t have to identify the weed. For this’ – again she indicated the book – ‘I settled on the same questions in advance and I asked them as I took the pictures. Then we went from there. I built on what they gave me as answers. Whenever people hit on the subject that triggers them, their faces alter.’

‘And that’s when you take the picture?’

‘No, no. That’s what I’m looking for, but I take the pictures all along. For a book like this … I culled through … I don’t know … p’rhaps three thousand portraits?’

There was a silence round the table. Glances were exchanged. Deborah’s conclusion was that she certainly hadn’t been called here for reasons to do with London Voices, but she still couldn’t work out what they wanted with her. Finally, the undersecretary spoke.

‘Well, you’ve done quite a job with the book,’ she said. ‘Congratulations. We have a project we’d like to talk to you about.’

‘Something to do with education?’ Deborah asked.

‘Yes. But I daresay not in the way you might be thinking of it.’

Mayville Estate
Dalston

North-east London

Tanimola Bankole had been clinging to the hope that the fourth straight week of misery-inducing summer heat would disrupt his father’s train of thought, which had been steaming along the railway track of Tani’s irresponsibility for the last thirty-seven minutes. This wasn’t a new subject for Abeo Bankole. Tani’s father was fully capable of banging on, both in English and in his native Yoruba, for forty-five minutes and he’d done just that on more than one occasion. He saw it as his paternal obligation to make certain Tani fully took up the mantle of manhood as defined by Abeo, and Tani could do this only by embracing all of manhood’s attendant duties, also as defined by Abeo. At the same time he saw it as Tani’s filial obligation to listen to, to remember, and to obey his father in all things. The first of the three, Tani generally managed. It was the second and third that caused him trouble.

On this particular day, Tani couldn’t argue against a single point his father was making. He was lucky to have regular work made available to him by virtue of being the son of Abeo Bankole, proprietor of Into Africa Groceries Etc as well as a butcher’s shop and a fishmonger’s stall. He was privileged that his father allowed him to keep one-eighth of his wages for his personal use instead of depositing all of them into the family pot. He did enjoy three meals each day provided for him by his mother. His laundry was delivered to his bedroom spotlessly clean and perfectly ironed. Et cetera, et cetera, and blah blah blah. Instead of taking any kind of notice of the waves of heat rising from the pavement, of the trees – where there were any in this part of town – losing their leaves far too early into the year, of the remaining ice in the fish stalls in Ridley Road Market melting so quickly that the air was thick with the smell of hake and snapper and mackerel, of the meat in the butchers’ stalls sending forth a stench of blood from the simmering organs of sheep and cows, of the fruit and veg having to be sold at discount before they rotted, Abeo merely strode onward in the direction of Mayville Estate, oblivious of everything save Tani’s failure to arrive at work on time.

Tani was completely at fault. His father said nothing that wasn’t true. Tani couldn’t keep his mind on what he was supposed to be doing. Tani did not put his family first. Tani did continually forget who he was. So he didn’t say anything in his own defence. Instead, he thought of Sophie Franklin.

There was much to think of: Sophie’s gorgeous skin; her soft, cropped hair; her smooth-as-silk legs and glorious ankles; her luscious breasts; her lips and her tongue and all the rest of her … Of course he was completely irresponsible. When he was with Sophie, how could he be anything else?

His father might have understood this. Although he was sixty-two, he’d been young once. But there was absolutely no way that Tani was about to tell him about Sophie. The fact that she was not Nigerian was only one of the reasons Abeo Bankole would have a stroke there on the pavement if he knew of Tani’s relationship with her. The other was sex with Sophie, the very fact of which was more than Abeo would ever be able to take in calmly.

So Tani had been late to work at Into Africa Groceries Etc. He’d been so late, in fact, that the daily restocking of shelves was in progress when he’d finally arrived. This restocking – along with reordering and general clean-up – was Tani’s job once his college duties had been fulfilled each day, and the only other employee of Into Africa, Zaid, was not intended to do anything but direct customers to whatever they were looking for and otherwise to work the till. Zaid wasn’t happy to be doing everything on this particular day. He’d expressed this unhappiness via mobile to Abeo just along the way in the butcher’s shop.

Tani had rushed dutifully to take over the restocking of the shelves when he finally arrived. But Zaid had done the general clean-up, and he cast a number of baleful looks in Tani’s direction before Abeo walked in and told Tani he was to come with him.

Tani had understood he was in for it. But he recognised that this might be a very good opportunity for him to put his father in the picture as to Tani’s future. He hated having to work in either of his father’s two shops, or the fishmonger’s stall, and he hated even more that he was intended to take over the running of Into Africa Groceries Etc. as soon as he finished his catering course at sixth-form college. This was not for him. Truth about it? This was bollocks. What he meant to do was to head to uni for a degree in business and in no one’s dream world was he going to waste that degree by taking employment in a shop. Abeo could call upon one or more of the Bankole cousins for a shop manager. Of course, that would mean allowing a family member from Peckham into the constricted life Abeo had designed for his wife and his offspring in north-east London, and Abeo wouldn’t like that. But Tani wasn’t going to give him a choice. He meant to have the life he wanted.

The walk to Mayville Estate after work hours followed a zigzag pattern north through the streets. Late afternoon and there were pedestrians and cars and buses and bicycles everywhere as inhabitants of the area headed home. Among a very few Nigerians in this part of town, in a mixed-race community that was transitioning from African to West Indian, the Bankoles lived on the grounds of Mayville Estate in Bronte House, a building that comprised five floors of the undecorated London brick that was ubiquitous on the housing estate. The structure had the distinction of being directly across the lane from an asphalt play area, shaded from the scorching sun by enormous London plane trees. There were basketball hoops and goal posts at either end of it, and it was fenced to keep children chasing balls from going into the street.

Concrete steps led up to the doors of the ground-floor flats in Bronte House while outdoor corridors marked the route to those on the upper four storeys, which were accessed by a stairway or a lift. Nearly every door was open in the futile hope of catching a breeze that was, at least for now, non-existent. So from gaping windows television noises and dance music along with rap issued forth, accompanied by the fragrance of a multitude of meals being prepared.

Inside the Bankole flat, Tani felt blanketed by a pall of nearly liquid air that forced him to squint against his own sweat. There were fans running, but they did nothing to mitigate the roasting air. They merely moved it around like sluggish swamp water. One could breathe, but it wasn’t pleasant to do so.

Tani caught the scent almost at once, and he glanced at his father. Pa’s expression showed that he wasn’t pleased.

It was Monifa Bankole’s job to anticipate many things. At this time of day, she was to anticipate not only the hour that her husband would walk into the flat but also the meal that her husband would prefer. He usually told her neither. In his head they had been married for twenty years, so he should not have to broadcast information to her like a newlywed. During their first years together, he’d made her well aware of many things, among them his requirement that his tea be ready no more than ten minutes after his return from the day’s labour. This day, Tani saw, things were looking good for the time of tea if not for the substance. His sister Simisola was laying the table for all of them, which meant the meal was imminent.

Simi bobbed a hello instead of speaking, but she shot Tani a grin when he said, ‘You baffed up cos your boyfriend’s coming to tea, Squeak?’ She quickly covered her grin with her hand. This hid the appealing little gap between her front teeth but it did nothing to stifle her giggle. She was eight years old, ten years Tani’s junior. His principal interaction with her was defined by teasing.

‘I don’t have a boyfriend,’ she declared.

‘No? Why?’ he asked her. ‘In Nigeria you’d be married by now.’ ‘Would not!’ she said.

‘Would too. Tha’s what happens, innit, Pa.’

Abeo ignored him to say to Simi, ‘Tell your mother we are home,’ as if this were necessary.

The girl swirled round, danced past one of the nearly useless fans, and called out, ‘Mummy! They’re here!’ And then to her father and brother, and just as her mother would, ‘Sit, sit, sit. You want a beer, Papa? Tani?’

‘Water for him,’ Abeo said.

Simi shot Tanimola a look and swirled round again. It came to Tani that she was doing all the swirling in order to show off a skirt. It was an old one, looking like an Oxfam special, but she’d decorated it with sequins and sparkles, and her headband – from which her short dark hair sprang up in twists – she had decorated as well. It sported more sequins, and she’d added a feather. She dashed into the kitchen, nearly knocking into their mother, who was emerging with the gbegiri soup Tani had smelled. Steam rose from it, fogging her specs and beading moisture on Monifa’s forehead and cheeks.

He couldn’t imagine even trying gbegiri soup in this heat, but he knew what mentioning that would trigger. Abeo would embark upon another saga of how things were when he was a boy. He’d been in England for forty of his sixty-two years, but when he spoke of his native Nigeria, one would think he’d arrived at Heathrow only last week. How things were ‘back home’ had long been his preferred topic, whether he was holding forth about the schools, the living conditions, the weather, or the customs … all of which seemed to exist in a fantasy African homeland born from watching Black Panther at least five times. It was Pa’s favourite film.

As Monifa placed the serving bowl in the centre of the table, Abeo frowned. ‘This is not efo riro,’ he said.

‘In this heat, I worried,’ Monifa said. ‘The chicken. The meat. We had none here, just a bit of beef. And I wondered how fresh could the other meats stay if I bought them in the market. So I thought gbegiri soup might be wiser.’

He looked at her. ‘You have made no rice, Monifa?’

‘Here, Papa!’ Simi had reappeared with the beer. She had a frosty can in one hand and a frosty glass in the other, and she said, ‘It feels so cool. Feel how cool it is, Papa. C’n I have some? Just a sip?’

‘You cannot,’ her mother said. ‘Sit. I am serving the food. I am sorry about the rice, Abeo.’

Simi said, ‘But I’ve not got Tani’s water yet, Mummy.’

Abeo said sharply, ‘Do as your mother tells you, Simisola.’

Simi did so, casting an ‘I’m sorry’ look at Tani, who shrugged.

She ducked her hands beneath the table and cast a look at Tani, who gave her a wink. She cast one at her mother, who kept her gaze on Abeo. After a long moment of observing Monifa, he gave the sharp nod that indicated his wife could begin serving.

He said to Monifa, ‘Your son failed to show up at work on schedule once again. He was able to give the shop only thirty minutes of his valuable time. Zaid had to do nearly everything at closing, and he was not pleased.’ And then he said to Tani, ‘Where were you that you failed in your responsibilities?’

Monifa murmured, ‘Abeo …? Perhaps later you and Tani—?’

‘This, what I speak of, is not your concern,’ Abeo cut in. ‘Have you made eba? Yes? Simisola, bring it from the kitchen.’

Monifa spooned a large portion of gbegiri soup on to a rimmed plate. She passed it to Abeo. She scooped up more and gave it to Tani.

In a moment, Simi emerged from the kitchen with a large platter of eba. To accompany the swallows and in a bow to ‘being English’, she’d tucked under her arm a bottle of brown sauce. She placed this in front of Abeo and returned to her seat. Monifa served her last, as was their custom.

They ate in silence. Noise from outdoors along with the smacking of lips and swallowing of food was the only sound. Halfway through his meal, Abeo paused, shoved back his chair and performed what Tani thought of as his father’s nightly ritual. He blew his nose mightily into a paper napkin, balled this up, and tossed it to the floor. He told Simi to bring him another. Monifa rose to do this herself, but Abeo said, ‘Sit, Monifa. You are not Simi.’ Simi scampered off, returning moments later with an ancient tea towel so faded that it was impossible to discern which royal marriage was being celebrated on it. She said to her father, ‘I couldn’t find any but there’s this. An’ it will work, won’t it, Papa?’

He took it from her and used it on his face. He placed it on the table and looked at them. He said, ‘I have news.’

Instantly, they all became statues.

‘What kind of news?’ Monifa asked.

‘Things have been settled well,’ was his reply.

Tani saw his mother shoot a glance in his direction. Her expression alone was a trigger for his anxiety.

‘It’s taken many months,’ Abeo said. ‘The cost has been more than I expected. We start at ten cows. Ten of them. So I ask can she breed if I am to pay ten cows for her? He says she is one of twelve offspring, three of whom are already producing. Thus she comes of breeding stock. That is of no account, I tell him. Just because her mother and siblings have bred so well, this does not mean she will do the same. So I ask for a guarantee. Ten cows and there is no guarantee? I say this to him. He says Pah! What sort of man asks another for a guarantee? I say A man who knows what is important. We go back and forth and in the end, he says he will settle for six cows. I say it’s still too much. He says Then she can stay here because I have other options. Options, hah. I tell him I know he bluffs. But the time is right, her age is right, she will not last long if he puts the word out. So I agree, and the thing is settled.’

Monifa had lowered her gaze to her plate and had not lifted it again during Abeo’s speech. Simi had stopped chewing her food, her expression telegraphing her confusion. Tani felt lost within his father’s story. Ten cows? Six? Breeding stock? He felt something very bad in the air, a gust of tension flavoured with the scent of dread.

Abeo turned to him, saying, ‘Six cows I paid for a virgin of sixteen years. This has been done for you. Soon I will take you to Nigeria where you will meet her.’

‘Why’m I meeting some Nigerian girl?’ Tani asked.

‘Because you are going to marry her when she is seventeen years.’ That said, Abeo went back to eating. He broke off a piece of his swallow and used it to scoop up a small piece of beef. This appeared to remind him of something he wished to add, for he addressed Tani: ‘You are lucky in this. A girl her age is usually given to a man of forty years or more because of the cost. Never to a boy like you. But you must settle and take up your manhood soon. So we will go, and while we are there, she will cook for you, and you will get to know her. I have seen to that so you do not end up with someone useless. She is called Omorinsola, by the way.’

Tani folded his hands on the table. The room seemed several degrees hotter than it had been upon their return from Ridley Road. He said, ‘I’m not doing tha’, Pa.’

Monifa drew in a deep breath. Simi’s eyes became as round as old pennies. Abeo looked up from his food and said, ‘What is this that you just said to me, Tanimola?’

‘I’m not doing it is what I said. I’m not meeting some virgin you’ve picked out for me, and I’m definitely not marrying anyone when she turns seventeen.’ Tani heard his mother murmur his name, so he faced her. ‘This isn’t the Middle Ages, Mum.’

Monifa said, ‘In Nigeria, Tani, these things are arranged so that—’

‘We don’t live in Nigeria, do we. We live in London and in London people marry who they want to marry when they want to marry them. Or at least I do. I will. No one’s picking out a wife for me. And I’m not getting married anyway. Not now and definitely not to some guaranteed African breeding virgin. Tha’s mad, innit.’

There was a tight little moment of the kind of silence that echoes round a room. Abeo broke it, saying, ‘You will do exactly what you are told to do, Tani. You will meet Omorinsola. You are promised to her and she is promised to you, so we will have no more discussion.’

‘You,’ Tani said, ‘are not the ruler of me.’

Monifa gasped. Tani heard this and said, ‘No, Mum. I’m not going to Nigeria or to any other place just because he decided it.’

‘I head this family,’ Abeo told him. ‘As a member of it, you will do as I say.’

‘I won’t,’ Tani said. ‘If you thought I would do, then you’re mistaken. You can’t force me to marry anyone.’

‘You will do this, Tani. I will see that you do it.’

‘Really, eh? Tha’s what you think? D’you plan to hold a gun to my head? Tha’ll look good in the wedding photos, innit.’

‘You watch what comes out of your mouth.’

‘Why? What will you do? Beat me up like—’

Monifa quickly said, ‘Stop this, Tani. Show your father some respect.’ And then, ‘Simi, go to—’

‘She stays,’ Abeo said. And to Tani, ‘Finish what it is you wish to say.’

‘I’ve said what I wanted to say.’ At that he rose from the table, his chair screeching on the lino. His father did the same.

Abeo’s fist clenched. Tani stood his ground. They stared each other down across the table. Abeo finally said, ‘Get out of my sight.’

Tani was happy to do so.

The Narrow Way
Hackney

North-east London

Detective Chief Superintendent Mark Phinney wasn’t surprised to find his brother waiting for him. Paulie had arranged everything in the first place, so he had a vested interest, more or less, in how Mark liked what he’d found waiting for him inside Massage Dreams. Besides, Massage Dreams wasn’t far from either of Paulie’s two pawn shops, and well within convenient walking distance of their parents’ house and Paulie’s own. At least, Mark thought, his brother wasn’t lurking inside the damn place, in its tiny lobby. Instead, he’d taken himself the short distance from Mare Street to the Narrow Way, and there he was sitting on one of the benches in the middle of the pedestrian precinct. Mark saw him at once as he rounded the corner. On Paulie’s face was that knowing leer with which he’d always greeted his younger brother whenever – as an adolescent with spots on his face – Mark had returned from what Paulie had assumed was a date but actually was hanging about with a group of mates from school, all of them misfits like Mark himself, three of them girls. Paulie’s words then were always the same when Mark arrived home: ‘Get any, mate?’ to which Mark would reply, ‘If I did, you’re not hearing about it.’

Today’s leer, though, had nothing to do with adolescent girls, although it did have to do with getting some in one of the back rooms of the day spa, which happened to be more than a mere day spa if one had the right currency as they did not give change or accept credit cards when a man purchased this particular service.

Paulie said, ‘So …?’ and when Mark didn’t reply at once, ‘It took long enough, Boyko. What’d you do? Have more than one go?’

Mark said, ‘I had to wait twenty minutes for her. Let’s go. Mum’ll have dinner nearly ready.’

‘That’s it?’ Paulie said. ‘Just “I had to wait twenty minutes for her”? I went through a lot of favours to get you an appointment today, lad. That’s how popular the place has become. So was it good? Worth the money? Was she young? Beautiful? Haggard? No teeth? What’d she use? Hand, mouth, tongue, some other body part? I reckon between the tits would do nicely, eh? No? Hmmm. P’rhaps under her arm? Or did you go the full monty with her?’

Mark tuned him out. He walked in the direction of St Augustine Tower, the crenellated top of which overlooked the Narrow Way. A group of kids appeared to be playing an imaginative form of kick-the-can at the base of the tower, a sight he hadn’t seen since mobile phones, texting, gaming, and PlayStations had obliterated the ways children had entertained themselves for generations.

They entered St John of Hackney churchyard, just to the right of the ancient tower. They headed east, on a route that would take them along a paved path the distance to Sutton Way. There Paulie and his family lived in a structure unappealingly reminiscent of the hasty architecture that grew out of the 1960s, all angles and picture windows looking on to very little of interest.

Paulie said, ‘Well, it was better than internet porn, I wager. More costly, yeah, but it’s the woman’s touch that does it, eh? It’s special, that. Another human being. Warm flesh. Shit, Boyko, if Eileen hasn’t always known what I want before I even want it, I’d’ve been in there with you having my own go.’ His voice altered to meditative. ‘That woman’s a sex machine, our Eileen is. Most days she doesn’t wear knickers and if the kids aren’t in the room, she lifts her skirt every chance she gets. She’s even done me in one of the shops. Have I told you that? Right behind the counter, this was, three days ago, with the shop full open for business. I’m surprised I wasn’t taken to the bill to answer questions about wife abuse. That’s how much noise the woman was making when I got her going.’

Mark said nothing. He’d heard about Eileen’s sexual antics before. Ad nauseam, in fact. The silence extended until Paulie said, ‘Pete coming to dinner? Or is it just you?’

Mark glanced at his brother, who was looking straight ahead as if there were something in the distance that wanted memorising. He said, ‘Why d’you ask that? You know it’s impossible just now.’

‘What about that Greer person? Isn’t that her name? Greer? Pete’s friend? The one she sees so much of? Greer could stay for an hour or two. She’d know what to do if anything happened.’

‘Pete doesn’t like to leave Lilybet,’ Mark told his brother.

‘I know she doesn’t like to. We all know she doesn’t like to, Boyko.’

Again Mark made no reply. While it was true that his misery was deep, it was not about Pete, who did the best she could, given their circumstances. Instead, his misery was more about what he couldn’t anticipate and that was what the future was going to look like for all three of them: Pietra, Lilybet, and himself.

They walked across the lower section of the churchyard. It was mostly empty at this time of day, so close to dinner. A few benches were occupied, mostly by people who were staring at the screens of their smartphones. There were dog walkers as well, and one woman in a scarlet sundress appeared to be walking a large tabby cat on a lead although the cat’s slinking along a scarce inch from the ground indicated his lack of enthusiasm for the activity.

As they drew closer to the other side of the churchyard, the smell of frying burgers created a fountain of scent in the air. The source was a small café just to their side of the wall that separated the churchyard from the neighbourhood beyond it. The café catered to the area’s multiracial, multicultural populace, as its posted menu indicated that on offer were not only burgers but also crepes, samosas, kebabs, chicken shawarma and various vegetarian dishes. The place appeared to be doing a brisk business. There were people tucking into numerous cartons at the several picnic tables set onto the lawn. There was also a queue waiting to order and another waiting for food to be packed up for take-away. They wore the martyred expressions so typical of Londoners, most of whom spent their lives waiting in a queue for something: a bus, the Underground, a train, a taxi, their turn at the till.

‘Can’t believe that place is still here,’ Paulie commented as they passed. ‘The grandkids must be running it by now.’

‘Must be,’ Mark said. They walked by the café and then through the far exit from the churchyard, which took them into Sutton Way, where Paulie snatched up a discarded cigarette packet and shoved it into his pocket. They went not to Paulie’s house among the string of 1960s-looking structures but to the house in which they had grown up. It was across the street and down the way a bit, in a terrace of soot-soiled brick houses in need of a thorough scrubbing. They were all identical. Each had three floors, a slightly recessed arched doorway, fanlights above the doors, doors themselves painted ebony. Wrought-iron railings defined the house fronts; two windows on each floor gave an idea of size. Nothing distinguished one from another except the window coverings and the brass door knockers, their originals having been replaced over the years by whatever the occupants fancied. In the case of Mark and Paulie’s childhood home, the knocker of choice was a brass jack-o’-lantern, and the window coverings were the creation of Paulie’s kids, with assistance from their gran, who’d supplied the paints. There was a primitive charm to the finished product, as long as one didn’t attempt to identify the animals that the kids had decided to depict.

Paulie didn’t use a key as the door was seldom locked during daylight hours. He opened it, shouted, ‘Hiya! The conquerors have arrived!’ and dropped to one knee to receive the embraces of his offspring, who came storming towards him. Yells accompanied the pounding of their feet. ‘Dad’s here!’ ‘Mummy! Gran!’ ‘Granddad, Dad’s here! So’s Uncle Boyko!’

Mark looked for his godchild among them. His niece Esme was his favourite. She was also his wound. Two weeks younger than Lilybet, she offered a contrast between them that had always been a rapier to his heart.

Chaos tsunamied round them as the kids demanded ‘something special from the shop, Dad!’ This would be the odd item not redeemed by its owner and, as it happened, not particularly sellable either. Today there was only one object, a dull-edged and tarnished cigar cutter. Paulie handed it to his oldest boy. He told all of the children that they each got one guess as to what it was. Write it on paper and deliver it to your dad, were the rules. Whoever got it on the money would also get to keep it.

His and Mark’s own dad was in the sitting-room, watching telly with an enormous set of earphones on his head to save the rest of the household from whatever headache the telly’s intense volume would otherwise cause them. He waved a hello at his sons; they waved in turn. They went on to find their mother in the kitchen. Paulie’s wife Eileen was stirring something in a large pot on the stove while their mother Floss Phinney was engaged in tossing a salad.

Eileen came at once across the room and wrapped her arms round Paulie’s neck. Paulie squeezed her bum as they shared the kiss of lovers who’ve been apart years instead of ten hours. Mark looked away. Floss was watching him. She smiled fondly. Paulie and Eileen broke it off and Paulie went to the stove and lifted the lid of the pot steaming there. He sniffed. He said, ‘Jesus in a handcart, Mum. You’ve not let our Eileen do the cooking, have you? This smells like something she’d make.’

Eileen slapped his hand away, saying, ‘We’ll have none of that, you,’ while Floss turned her attention to Mark. ‘Pietra’s not with you, Boyko?’

‘She may be along later,’ Mark told her. Paulie went to the refrigerator and did what he’d done since childhood: opened the door and stared into it like someone divining the future from the various leftovers of previous meals. Mark said to his mother in a lower voice, ‘She’s interviewing.’

‘Is she indeed?’ Floss asked. ‘Well, that’s good, eh? We can hope things turn out a bit different this time.’ She looked past him to where Paulie was still inspecting what was on offer inside the fridge. She said, ‘Paulie, fix us a beverage, there’s my boy. Eileen, make sure he’s not stingy with the ice this time round. I hate a beverage that’s over-warm, I do.’

The kids were raising a ruckus in another part of the house and Paulie shouted at them as he went to the sitting-room’s drinks cart to make his mother her favourite – gin and tonic, very light on the tonic. The kids’ voices lowered – it wouldn’t be for long as it never was – and during the relative peace and semi-quiet, Esme slid into the room. She came to Mark and slipped her hand into his. She leaned her head against his arm. She said just above a whisper, ‘Passed my maths test, Uncle Mark.’ She was the only family member, aside from his wife, who didn’t call him Boyko.

‘That’s grand, that is, Esme,’ he told her.

‘Lilybet would pass it if she could,’ Esme replied. ‘She’d prob’ly do better’n me.’

He felt a tightness round his eyes. ‘Yes. Well,’ he said. ‘Perhaps some day, eh?’

Floss asked the girl if she wouldn’t mind laying the table for everyone. Esme pointed out that her mother had already done it, Gran. ‘She did, did she?’ was Gran’s response. She smiled fondly at the girl and said, ‘Then c’n you give me a moment with your uncle?’

Esme looked from Mark to his mum, back to Mark. She said, ‘That’s why you asked me to lay the table, Gran. It would’ve been okay for you to ask me direct.’

‘I stand corrected, darlin’. Sometimes I forget you’re quite the big girl now. I’ll be d’rect with you from now on.’

When Esme nodded and left them, Floss said to Mark, ‘How many this time?’

‘Applicants?’ He shrugged. ‘I’ve not asked her. She does her best, Mum.’

‘She needs time to herself now and then.’

‘She does take time, some two hours every week.’

‘That’s hardly taking time, is it. She can’t keep going along this way. If she tries that, she’ll be dead before she’s fifty and then where will Lilybet be? Where will you be?’

‘I know.’

‘You have to insist, Boyko.’

As if he hadn’t, Mark thought. As if he hadn’t and hadn’t and hadn’t till the words were rote and their meaning long robbed of importance. He said, ‘Pete wants to do right by her.’

‘Well, of course she does. And so do you. But you must also want to do right by yourselves, eh?’ She stirred Eileen’s concoction and then turned back to him, wooden spoon in hand. She observed him in the way only a mother observes: a silent comparison of the boy he’d been and the man he’d become. Clearly, she didn’t like what she saw. She said, ‘When was the last time you two had relations?’

She’d never gone in this direction before. Mark was taken aback. He said, ‘Jesus … Mum …’

She said, ‘You tell me, Boyko.’

His gaze slid away from her to the open window, upon which a line of terracotta pots grew the fresh herbs she liked to have on hand. He wanted to ask when they’d been last watered. The basil was looking a bit limp. He said, ‘Last week,’ and prepared himself for the moment when she accused him of lying, which indeed he was. He didn’t know the last time they’d had relations. He only knew it could be measured in years, not in weeks. For this, he couldn’t possibly blame Pete. Even when she was there, she wasn’t there, so what was the point? Every sense she possessed was tuned into Lilybet’s small bedroom and the noises emanating from it on the baby monitor: the hiss of oxygen, the puff that indicated the rise and fall of Lilybet’s chest. One couldn’t make love to a woman who isn’t there, he wanted to tell his mother. It’s more than mere friction, two bodies rubbing together in a growing frenzy of pleasure that would lead to release. If that’s what it was, anyone would do. An anonymous foreign ‘masseuse’ would do. Hell, a blow-up doll would suffice. But that wasn’t what it was. Or at least that wasn’t what he wanted. If nothing else, his interlude this day at Massage Dreams had demonstrated that. Orgasm? Yes. Connection? No.

Floss regarded him with sadness in her eyes. But all she said was, ‘Oh, lad.’

‘It’s fine, Mum,’ he replied.

Kingsland High Street
Dalston

North-east London

Adaku Obiaka had dressed to blend in, and she blended in well. Where she stood, she was anonymous, forgettable, and largely out of sight. She’d taken up a position in the recessed entry of the Rio Cinema, from where the smell of popcorn and coffee – what a strange combination, she thought – fought for neighbourhood dominance with odours wafting from across the street. There, Taste of Tennessee was belching forth a mixed miasma of scents: cooking oil, fried chicken, ribs, and burgers. The very air felt greasy with the smell.

She had been there coming up to three hours, watching the action along the street in general, watching the lack of action in one set of disreputable-looking flats in particular. These were positioned above what once had been Kingsland Toys, Games and Books, an establishment announcing itself with a garish violet sign wearing equally garish letters of twelve different colours. The business was no more, and nothing had taken its place although the COMING SOON sign lent a hopeful air to the empty storefront.

The defunct shop stood directly between Taste of Tennessee and Vape Superstore and, like most of the businesses along the street, it possessed two doors. One of them gave customers access to the shop. The other, always locked unless one possessed a key, gave inhabitants access to the flats above. Six decrepit windows marked the position of these flats. There were two on each floor. The top-floor windows showed bright lights behind dingy curtains. The middle floor seemed dark behind Venetian blinds. The first floor stared blankly out at the Rio Cinema, reflecting its marquee that promised yet another tired dystopian universe that had to be restored to decency by a cinematic adolescent heroine, preferably one with white skin and blonde hair.

During her three hours on watch, no one had entered or left through the locked door giving access to the flats. But Adaku had been told confidentially that someone would, and it was that prospect that had kept her there past the rumbling of her stomach longing for dinner. It had taken her far too long expending far too much energy in order to dig up Women’s Health of Hackney. Although she could easily have come back another day to position herself in the cinema’s entry, the lights in the uppermost flat told her someone was there. All she had to do was to wait them out, even if it took till morning.

In the time Adaku had maintained her position, the street noises had altered from pedestrian chatter and crying babies and children shouting as they zipped by on scooters to what they were now: rumbling traffic, violin practice coming from a flat somewhere, a busker playing the accordion in front of Snappy Snaps a few paces away from a Paddy Power betting establishment, the busker no doubt hoping that some lucky punter had a few extra pound coins to toss in his direction after a successful day at the races.

Adaku wished she’d brought a sandwich along. Even an apple and a bottle of water sounded good. But she’d not thought to stock up on provisions. Nor had she the time. A phone call leaving the message ‘She’s there’ had taken her from West Brompton Underground station to the Rio Cinema and only another phone call would change her location till she saw someone emerge from the building across the street.

Her fourth hour was ten minutes old when her long observation was finally rewarded. The lights in the topmost flat were extinguished and in a minute the door leading to the flats above Kingsland Toys, Games and Books opened. A woman stepped out. Unlike Adaku she dressed English in close-fitting trousers and a thin jersey, white with horizontal red stripes and a boat neck. She wore a red baseball cap at a jaunty angle, and she carried a shopping carrier bag over her shoulder.

The woman had probably changed in one of the flats above for her work that day. There, she would have worn garments that looked more professional, as a way to reassure her clients. Dressed appropriately, all will be well would be her unspoken message. Wasn’t it the truth, Adaku thought with a derisive shake of her head, that desperate people are ready to think and believe exactly what others tell them to think and to believe?

The woman headed briskly north in the direction of the railway station. This suggested that she might not live nearby. That being the case, Adaku needed to make her move in advance of her quarry’s catching a train. So she crossed the street quickly and, once on the pavement, she picked up her pace. Soon enough she drew even with the woman. Adaku slid her hand through the other’s arm, saying, ‘I must speak with you.’

The woman’s lips formed a perfect O. Then, her accent naming the UK as the land of her birth, she said, ‘Who’re you? What do you want?’ and she tried to pull away.

‘As I said. I need to speak with you. It will not take long,’ was Adaku’s reply. ‘I was given the name of this place. It is Women’s Health of Hackney, yes?’

‘No one stops me on the street like this. What d’you want from me?’

Adaku looked round for listeners and lowered her voice. ‘I was told only the location. Coming upon you like this was the only way I had. I don’t have a phone number that I could ring. So it was this or nothing. Will you speak with me?’

‘’bout what? If you’re hoping for medical advice handed out on the pavement, you definitely got the wrong idea.’

‘I want only five minutes of your time. There’s a Costa Coffee just along the High Street. We can go there.’

‘D’you need to have your hearing checked? I just said—’

‘I have money.’

‘For what? Is this a bribe? D’you have the slightest idea what you’re about?’

Adaku said, ‘I have money with me, here in my bag. I’ll give it to you.’

The woman laughed. ‘You’re that daft, aren’t you? Like I said, I don’t even know you, and I sure as bloody hell don’t talk ’bout medical matters on the street.’

‘I’ve fifty pounds with me. I can bring more later. Whatever you say.’

‘Whatever I say, eh?’ The woman gazed long at Adaku before looking left and right as if trying to decide if this was some sort of trick. She finally said with a sigh, ‘All right. Grand. Let me see this fifty.’

Adaku reached into her shoulder bag, more a carrier for groceries than a secure container for her possessions. She brought out an envelope, crumpled, with a coffee ring on it. She opened it and took out the money, which the other grasped quickly between her fingers. Fifty pounds did not comprise many notes. Still, the woman made much of counting it.

She looked up and said shrewdly, ‘Five minutes. It will be two hundred fifty more if you want anything from me other than five minutes of my time.’

Adaku wondered how she was going to come up with two hundred and fifty pounds while still keeping her plans a secret. She also wondered what would it gain her when all she actually wanted was allowance to step into the inner sanctuary above the erstwhile Kingsland Toys, Games and Books. She said, ‘What will I receive for this three hundred pounds I’ll be giving you?’

The other woman frowned. ‘Receive?’ she asked. ‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.’

‘Is it a deposit, this money?’

‘For what? This is a women’s health clinic. We care for women’s physical problems. We’re paid to do so. When you got the additional funds, we’ll see you. Bring your medical records along.’

‘Why do you need them?’

‘You want a medical service, don’t you? Isn’t that why we’re talking? Or is there some other reason?’

‘It’s the matter of paying so much in advance.’

‘Well, I can’t help with that. It’s how we do things.’

‘But will you guarantee—’

‘Listen to me. You just used up your five minutes, and we’re not speaking of anything further standing here on the pavement. You gave me fifty pounds. You can top that up to three hundred when you have it.’

Adaku felt the sweat on her back. It was dripping to her waist But she nodded. Then she said to the woman, ‘I don’t know your name.’

‘You don’t need to know it. You won’t be writing me a cheque.’

‘What do I call you, then?’

The woman hesitated. Trust or distrust She finally chose. She dug a card from her bag and handed it over. ‘Easter,’ she said at last. ‘Easter Lange.’
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The Mothers Square
Lower Clapton

North-east London

Mark Phinney was awakened by Pietra’s voice. She was murmuring darling, darling, darling, and these words had intruded on his dream: her finally-willing body beneath his, and himself so ready that his bollocks ached. But as he swam to full consciousness he realised the aching bollocks had to do solely with his morning erection, and Pete’s words came from the baby monitor as she talked to Lilybet in the next room. As he lay on his side beneath a single sheet – the thin blanket having been kicked off sometime during the night’s unremitting heat – Pete began to sing quietly. His wife had a genius for making anything into a song. She never used the same tune twice, and she managed to make up rhymes on the fly.

He could tell from the accompanying sounds exactly what Pete was doing as well: changing out Lilybet’s oxygen tank, after which she would see to her nappy. He remained in bed till the nappy song began, at which point he threw off the bed sheet and rose as Pete sang gaily: ‘Oh we’ve got a stinky mess, yes we do, yes we do …’

Mark smiled in spite of himself. He so admired her. His wife’s devotion to Lilybet had never wavered in the ten years of their little girl’s life. She was attentive, educated, and unceasing in her efforts to help their daughter, especially to give her more of a life than the mess of her birth had condemned her to. He was sick at heart about what amounted to his own devotion to the girl.

His mobile chimed on the bedside table. He saw it was a message from Paulie: Beer tonight, Boyk? He thought about what beer was probably a euphemism for. He replied Need to be here. But ta. Paulie replied with an emoji thumbs up.

Mark stared at the mobile’s screen for too long. He realised afterward that if he’d set the smartphone back on the table, he’d have been safe. No chain of thoughts leading his mind in the wrong direction and therefore no temptation. But he wasn’t fast enough. Both were instantly there: thought and temptation. He scrolled through his contacts to one of three that had numbers with no name given. He tapped the message thinking of u.

He waited for a reply. He wondered if it was too early. In a minute, though, the chime signalled and he looked down to see that there was a link. He tapped on this to hear their song, although he knew the entire idea of their having a ‘song’ was completely mad. Except … this one’s refrain was so dead apt – ‘And I never want to fall in love … with you’ in a voice so deep and mellow the song sounded more like a meditation.

Mark understood why she’d sent it. Her heart ached as his heart ached, and their pain described the complete impossibility of their situation. He closed his eyes as he listened to the song, mobile pressed to his ear.

He was thinking about how to respond when, ‘Mark, is it work?’ Pietra had come into the bedroom.

He swung to her and saw that she must have been up and about for quite a while as she was fully dressed: blue jeans, trainers with no socks, a white T-shirt. He called it her uniform, and it altered only in cooler weather when the white T-shirt became a white dress shirt, usually with the cuffs rolled up. When he told her to buy something new and different for herself, she responded with the same declaration: ‘I don’t need anything else, love,’ which was more true than false in that she rarely left the flat and when she did, it was most often with Lilybet in her heavy chair, the emergency oxygen on its stand behind her. If the subject of dinner out or taking in a film came up – just the two of them and Greer could stay with Lilybet for a few hours, couldn’t she? – the response remained the same. I do so hate to ask her, Mark. She already does so much.

Pete said again from the doorway, ‘Mark? Is it work?’ and he realised he hadn’t replied the first time round.

He said, ‘Meeting today in Westminster,’ which was actually true, and with inverted air commas he added, ‘Someone thought I needed reminding.’

She smiled fondly. ‘That will be the day, eh?’

When she started to leave the room, he saw she’d got some of Lilybet’s poo on her T-shirt. He said her name and nodded at it. She looked down and exclaimed, ‘Good Lord, how disgusting!’ with a laugh as she hurried to the bathroom to wash it off.

He could hear Lilybet on the baby monitor. He could tell that she was manipulating the mobile that hung above her hospital bed. In a moment the television began to blare. She cried out, startled. He called to his wife, ‘I’ll see to her,’ and yanked his trousers up. He went to their daughter’s bedroom.

It wanted a good airing, and he opened the window on to the Mothers Square, which was actually oval-shaped – not quadrangular – and reminiscent in a very downmarket way of the Royal Crescent in Bath. A car’s engine coughed among those parked between the line of pergolas in the oval’s centre, and Mrs Neville came dashing out, waving her husband’s lunch bag. She ran to the car, the window was lowered, she ran back inside, clutching her dressing-gown at its throat.

Mark turned back to the bedroom. With the hospital bed, Lilybet’s massive wheelchair, the oxygen tanks, the chest of drawers, and his father’s old recliner, there was very little space in which to move. Much of it was taken up with extra nappies, the pail for used nappies, and all the other accoutrements of having an infant. Except, of course, Lilybet wasn’t an infant but rather a child who would only grow bigger, the single constant that defined her parents’ lives. She couldn’t speak although she could both see and hear. She couldn’t walk although she could move her legs. He had no clue whether she understood him when he spoke to her, so he made it enough for himself every day that she seemed to know who he was.

She cooed as he approached her bed. He lowered the telly volume, bent over her and, fresh nappy in hand, wiped her face. He said, ‘Up?’ and she gurgled. He raised the bed. He said, ‘So what’s planned for today, little one? Birthday party? Trip to the zoo? Madame Tussauds to see the wax people? Library? Shopping for a party dress? Girls your age have birthday parties. Have you been invited to any? Who do you want to come to yours? Esme? Esme would love to come.’

A coo in reply. He smoothed her wispy hair behind her ears and allowed himself a moment of what-ifs. These were so much more welcome than the what-will-bes. The what-ifs were sad, but that was all they were. The what-will-bes were terrifying.

‘I’m so sorry.’ Pete spoke from the doorway, where she was pressing a hand towel to her T-shirt where the poo had been.

He looked up from their daughter and caught the expression on his wife’s face, which told him she’d heard his words to Lilybet. ‘It’s not anyone’s fault,’ he said.

‘Except she’s not an it. Not to me.’

He straightened from the bed. ‘You know I didn’t mean Lilybet.’

She looked at their daughter, then back at him. ‘I do know,’ she admitted. She dropped her hand and her shoulders sagged. ‘I’m sorry. There’re moments when I just want to say something hateful. I don’t know where that comes from.’

‘This is hard. You’re owed,’ he told her.

‘You’re owed. I’ve lost the part of me that you loved.’

‘That’s not true,’ he said although they both knew it was. ‘We’ve got a rough path here, Pete. That’s all this is. No one’s to blame.’

‘I wouldn’t blame you if you were to blame.’ She came fully into the room. She joined him at the hospital bed’s raised rail, and she curved her fingers round it as she gazed at their daughter. Lilybet seemed to be studying them although her eyes didn’t appear to be focused properly. Mark found himself wondering what it was she saw. Pete went on with ‘You’ve been saddled with both of us, haven’t you.’

He’d heard this remark so many times before. There were a hundred and one answers to give but there was only one that she wanted to hear. He said, ‘I couldn’t do without my two ladies right here and there’s an end to it, eh? Have you had breakfast?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Shall we have something, then?’

Her gaze went automatically to their daughter. He quelled his impatience and said gently, ‘She can do on her own for fifteen minutes, Pete. She does longer than that at night.’ But not much longer, he realised. Pete was up and down all night, checking on her, terrified that her breathing would stop while her mother slept, no matter the alarm that would begin to blare and the supplemental oxygen they could easily supply if Lilybet stopped breathing.

Pete said, ‘Let me check on her, then. You go ahead. I’ll be there in a moment.’

He knew she would already have checked her before she’d left the room a few minutes earlier, but he said nothing. She couldn’t help herself. She had to record something – anything – on the clipboard at the end of the bed. He hadn’t looked at it when he entered the room and walked to the window, but he hadn’t needed to. It was a monument both to Pete’s sense of responsibility and to the guilt she carried for what had happened to their daughter. And this despite the fact that none of it was her fault. Pete was culpable only for being human, for wanting the best for Lilybet, the best for their marriage, and the best for him. The fact that all of this was far too much for her was merely a twist of fate.

He acceded to her wishes and went to the kitchen. He pulled three cereal boxes from the cupboard and chose one at random. He fetched the milk. He didn’t feel like eating, but he knew he had to go through the motions. If he didn’t, Pete would see it as a useful ploy to eat nothing herself. And God knew she needed to eat. She was virtually skeletal.

He ate standing, leaning against the draining board, listening to Pete explaining to Lilybet where Mummy was going and how long she would be and after that, ‘Mummy’s going to give you a bath, darling, a proper bath. I cleaned you up but when one poos in a certain way, more is required. You know what I mean, my love.’ Which, of course, Lilybet did not and never would and what the hell were they going to do when she hit puberty because facing that was going to be like—

His mobile chimed. He looked at the message Tough morning?

A bit, he replied.

It was a quite long moment before she sent him, I’m so sorry. U have my heart.

He wanted more than that, though. He wanted all of her and all of the life they could have if his life were not impossible. See you soon was all he could give her.

Soon was the limit of what she was willing to give to him.

‘Paulie this time?’ Pietra was in the doorway. Mark wondered what she’d managed to read on his face. She smiled. Was it warm or determined? He could no longer tell. ‘I expect he’s offering a beer after work.’

‘Ah. That’s our Paulie,’ he said.

‘Please go. I can handle things here. Greer’s coming to have our book talk this evening anyway. I’ll ask her to bring along some Chinese.’

‘I’m out enough as it is, Pete.’

‘You aren’t, at all. You need to be good to yourself, Mark. You can’t be good for us if you’re not good for you.’

‘And isn’t that the pot and the kettle?’

‘It sounds like, but I’m truly fine.’

But she wasn’t fine. Both of them knew how long it had been since she’d been anywhere close to fine.

He said, ‘Well … an hour, p’rhaps. But only an hour.’

‘Make it two at least,’ she replied.

Chelsea

South-west London

Deborah St James had drawn a stool to the central chopping block cum table in the basement kitchen and, there, she was slowly going through the first set of portraits she’d taken at Orchid House to find the best representation of each of her subjects. She jotted the occasional reference number on a legal pad as well as on a printout of the lengthy transcribing she’d done over the past several days. Behind her, her father was banging round the kitchen as he put together breakfast while on the worktop next to the cooker a small television was broadcasting the morning’s news. She was giving idle thought to asking a question about why the word news when applied to television generally meant something bad was happening when her husband joined them, accompanied by Alaska, their great grey cat. In a corner, Peach had been dozing in her basket – preparing herself for a determined round of begging for bacon – but sensing the feline presence, she lifted her head and narrowed her eyes.

‘Don’t even think of it,’ Simon told the dachshund even as Alaska teased the poor dog by sashaying – as only a cat can do – in front of her basket while waving his tail like a country’s flag in a parade of Olympic athletes.

Peach growled.

Deborah said, ‘He’s tempting her, Simon. You can see it yourself.’

‘Stay where you are,’ Simon told the dog. He scooped the cat from the floor and deposited him by the door to the garden. Alaska made use of the flap after which he made use of the outdoor window sill and leapt up on it, gazing solemnly into the kitchen.

‘Eggs done how, you two?’ Joseph Cotter asked.

‘Boiled for me,’ Deborah told her father as Simon replied, ‘No time, I’m afraid.’

‘What d’you mean “no time”?’ Cotter demanded. ‘At this hour? It not gone half seven. And we’ve not yet seen to your leg.’

Deborah glanced at her father. He could cope with Simon’s irregular mealtimes but not with his missing a session that dealt with the atrophying muscles of his damaged leg.

‘It can’t be helped today.’

‘Where’re you heading so early, then?’

‘Middle Temple. I’ve a meeting. Sorry.’

Cotter harrumphed. Simon came to Deborah’s side and gazed at the photo she was studying. ‘That’s a gorgeous piece,’ he noted.

‘You’re my husband. You’re meant to think it’s gorgeous,’ she replied.

‘… gone missing from her home in north-east London and fears are rising …’

They both swung round. Cotter had used the remote to turn up the sound on the news, which was showing the photograph of a pretty, young mixed-race girl – little more than a child – with gold studs in her ears and her hair in miniature twists. She wore a school uniform and an impish smile. On the bottom of the screen Boluwatife Akin – Missing – Boluwatife Akin – Missing ran across in a banner.

‘What’s this, Dad?’ Deborah asked.

He waved her off as the newsreader went on to ‘… did not return from the Yoruba Cultural Centre where she had attended her weaving class. She is the daughter of barrister Charles Akin and Dr Aubrey Hamilton, an anaesthesiologist closely associated with Doctors Without Borders. Their daughter – who’s called Bolu by her friends and relations – was last seen entering Gants Hill Underground station at half past seven last evening in the company of two adolescents, a boy and a girl. They were documented by CCTV inside the station and once again aboard the westbound train. They debarked prior to Ealing Broadway and film from CCTV in all the stations prior to that is being inspected. If we can have a look at the film that we have …?’

The CCTV from Gants Hill Underground station appeared on the television screen. It was, as usual, grainy. Also as usual, it rendered the film’s subjects unrecognisable to anyone who did not know them personally. This was followed by another grainy film in which three individuals – who appeared to be the same as those in the previous film – sat side by side in one of the carriages of the westbound train. The child was between the adolescents. She didn’t appear to be under duress but considering the nature of the film, it was difficult to tell.

The newsreader concluded with ‘Anyone with information about Bolu Akin should contact the Metropolitan Police at the number now appearing on your screen. Once again, her parents – Mr Charles Akin and Dr Aubrey Hamilton – are asking for her safe return.’

The screen altered, showing a mixed-race couple on the front steps of what was apparently their home. The woman was holding a framed photo of the girl, this time wearing a red jersey and a striped summer skirt. The man had his arm around his wife. Their faces reflected their anxiety.

Aubrey Hamilton said, ‘Please don’t hurt her. She’s our only child. She’s very young for her age and very innocent. We will do anything to have her back with us. Please contact the police. Anyone at all with information please, please ring the police.’

The picture then went to the two regular presenters of the programme, ensconced on their peacock-blue sofa, for their comment. Cotter muted it. He said to Deborah, ‘Never said, did I, but every day you went off to school …? I worried something’d happen to you, jus’ like that.’

‘How could anything at all have happened?’ Deborah replied. ‘You walked me there and you walked me back at the end of the day. Someone would’ve had to hit you over the head with a polo stick to get to me.’

‘Not a laughing matter, girl. And then off you went to photo school in America when you could’ve stayed right here in London eh? And how much of a worry was that? There you are in the land of guns-for-all-and-all-for-guns. Anything could’ve happened. So I worried, which is ’bout ninety per cent of what a parent does.’

Deborah didn’t ask what the other ten per cent was, nor did she mention that worrying as a parent was probably not ever going to be part of her life, no matter how she would have welcomed the opportunity.

Cotter went on, ‘And now we got child sex trafficking and perverts on street corners. You ask me, it’s an ugly world, it is, and it’s getting uglier.’

‘On that excessively happy note,’ Simon put in, ‘I’m off.’ He kissed Deborah on the forehead and began to turn.

She grabbed his arm, saying, ‘Be a proper husband, please.’

He kissed her mouth, saying, ‘You taste of chocolate.’

‘Dad’s already been to the bakery. Pain au chocolat. You know I must have it once a week. Will kill for it if necessary.’

‘Let’s hope it doesn’t ever come to that.’

He kissed her again and headed for the doorway to the garden steps as Cotter called out, ‘Turbot for dinner?’ and Deborah added, ‘We can eat in the garden, under the tree.’

Simon said, ‘Peach will doubtless be wildly in favour of that.’

He left them, and they heard him climb the steps. He would cross the garden and go through the gate to access the garage on Lordship Place. Inside, the true love of his life was parked: an antique MG TD, altered to accommodate his need for a hand-operated clutch.

Cotter said, ‘Wish he’d get rid of that motor, I do.’

‘Whyever?’ Deborah said, looking again at the portraits she’d taken.

‘Safety features,’ was Cotter’s reply. ‘He doesn’t need a second car crash. The first was bad enough. An’ I don’t like it when he skips his sessions on the leg.’

Deborah said, ‘Hmmm. Well, if that’s the biggest of your worries, I expect you’re actually quite a happy man.’

‘An’ what about you, girl?’

Deborah tilted her head to consider the idea. ‘I expect I’m as happy as I make myself be.’

Her father put eggs, bacon, and toast in front of her. Alerted, Peach decamped from her basket and approached, tail wagging enthusiastically.

Cotter said, ‘I know what’ll make this one happy, I do.’

‘Don’t you dare,’ Deborah said.

Ridley Road Market
Dalston

North-east London

It was midday when Monifa turned into Ridley Road. She could feel the pavement through the soles of her sandals, so blazingly hot it was. There’d been former potholes filled with tarmac along her route from Mayville Estate, and in the searing sun the tarmac was going soft. There was no breeze and not a cloud to be seen. In the market, a few electric fans were whirring, extensions on their flexes running into nearby shops. But they provided relief only to those who stood directly before them, having sweated through their clothing.

As if impervious to the temperature, the stalls and barrows were colourful as always: the peppers red, the plantains green, the bananas yellow. There were pyramids of ripe tomatoes, Puma yams lined up like removed appendages, aubergines so shiny that they looked artificial, strawberries, blueberries, and leafy greens. The air was awash with battling scents: turmeric and garlic, clove and parsley, incense and offal. Here was palm oil, there was boxed fufu; flour, plantain, cassava, and coco-yam. Meat was on offer from butcher shops like Abeo’s and from stalls: every kind of meat someone would ever want. Cows’ legs? Right. Goat’s head? Yes. Tripe, heart, liver, kidney? They were available. Just point out what you want and someone will wrap it for you for tonight’s dinner.

There were also take-away food stalls selling crab claws, rice, and chicken. All with chips and each one for a fiver.

And then the music. It blared at such a volume that anyone wishing to have a conversation had to shout or duck inside one of the shops and close the door. These lined the street on both sides, directly behind the stalls: Ghana Food Store, Boboto from the Congo, Into Africa Groceries Etc, Rose Ebeneezer Afro Hairstylist. There were establishments where one could have eyebrow threading done, places for waxing any part of the body one might wish to wax, shops selling fashions, bakeries selling naan, both shops and stalls selling meat and fish.

Simisola’s destination was normally Cake Decorating by Masha, a bakery that extended the length and breadth of the upper storey of The Party Shop. She earned money there to contribute to the family pot: setting up for classes and cleaning everything afterwards. But a stop there had told Monifa that there were no cake decorating classes today, so she headed to Talatu’s Fashions for the Head, which was situated dead in the middle of the market. Simi also earned money from Talatu, supplying her with ready-made head wraps in various styles, and Monifa had learned that her everyday turbans had been popular for the entire season. Indeed, several customers had placed specific requests, Talatu informed her: two more ready-made turbans using the lion pattern and three more of the material featuring lilies.

Simi had been there, Talatu told her. She’d collected her money and headed off in the direction of the hair salons. ‘Wants a braided bob, was what she tol’ me,’ Talatu said. ‘Saving up her money for extensions, she says. Try Xhosa’s Beauty. I seen her there las’ week.’

So that was where Monifa took herself next, and that was where she found Simisola. She also found two stylists. One of them was a gum-popping mixed-race woman with long plaits that flowed from cornrows and were held away from her face in a ponytail. She wore a bright red pencil skirt and a blouse with a neckline showing far too much cleavage. The other stylist – also a woman and for that, at least, Monifa could be thankful – was African head to toe in a complicated bright orange head wrap and a loose-fitting dashiki print tunic. Beneath this, she wore dashiki trousers in a contrasting print, and she’d decorated herself with wooden bracelets that clacked together as she moved, and four beaded necklaces. She was much more acceptable to Monifa than the other woman save for being heavily made up to include false eyelashes and deep red lipstick. As she worked, she drank from a glass that appeared to be holding champagne.

Everywhere there was clutter and smell. The clutter existed at the two work stations, inside a glass display case, on the counter with the till, on the windows where hand bills were posted on virtually every inch of glass, and in the dozens of photographed hair styles, each one more complicated than the last. The smell came not only from the products being used but also from the fish in a stall not far from the door to Xhosa’s Beauty. The fishmonger was pouring more ice on to the seafood, but he was fast losing his battle with the heat.

Simi was watching the red-skirted woman with complete absorption, so she did not see her mother in the doorway until Monifa said her name and added, ‘Talatu told me where I might find you. What are you doing here?’

Simi spun to the doorway. She said brightly, ‘Mummy!’

‘What are you doing in this place, Simi?’ Monifa asked once again. ‘If Masha has no work for you, you’re meant to come home straightaway.’

‘Oh, I like to watch. I’m saving up for extensions, Mum. Tiombe’s going to do a bob for me. Here, let me show you the colours. They’re ever so pretty.’

Tiombe, it seemed, was the ponytailed, mixed-race woman. She gave Monifa a nod and gave the other stylist a glance in which they exchanged some message that Monifa could not interpret and did not want to. For her part, Simi grasped a sample of hair extensions with colours woven into them and held up one that was shot through with pink.

‘See? Mum, isn’t it pretty?’

‘You must speak to your father about this,’ Monifa said. When Simi’s face altered, Monifa tried to change her tone, attempting to sound encouraging despite knowing there was little hope of Abeo’s ever agreeing to his daughter’s plans. ‘Come with me now, Simi,’ she added. ‘I must speak to you.’

‘But sometimes Tiombe lets me help, Mum.’

‘Today that will not be the case. Come.’

Simi cast a look at Tiombe, who inclined her head in the direction of the door. The other stylist nodded at Monifa and said, ‘Nice to make your—’

But Monifa had stepped away and Simi followed her. They strode from the market, passing Talatu, then Abeo’s butcher shop with the fishmonger’s stall out front, then Cake Decorating by Masha, then they were at last in the High Street. Once there, however, Monifa paused. She hadn’t thought through where to take Simi for the talk they needed to have. She’d only been intent upon finding her.

She looked left and right, rejecting the shopping mall and ultimately settling on McDonald’s. It wasn’t an establishment she would ever frequent, but the day was so hot that any place with air conditioning was a haven. She led her daughter there, and directed her to a table inside, far from the noise of diners, of ordering, of numbers being announced, and of the tills. At all of this, Simi’s face showed her surprise. She knew that her mum would never have brought her here unless she absolutely had to. It wasn’t a place the family stopped in, at least on the few occasions when they were out as a family. Out and about with Tani in times past, Simi doubtless had been the purchaser of more than one baked apple pie.

Monifa asked her daughter what she would like. Simi blinked. She sucked in on her lip in that way she had, which ended up with her two front teeth showing. She said that if she could have a cheeseburger … and when Monifa said of course she could, Simi added French fries and a Coke.

Monifa went to order, returning to the table with a handful of paper napkins. She took from her bag a small bottle of spray sanitiser and used it liberally on the surface of the table. She wiped this off with the napkins, fished out a packet of sanitising wipes, and used these on the chairs. She used another one on her hands and gave one to Simi for the same purpose. When she was satisfied, she nodded at the chairs and both of them sat.

Monifa folded her hands. She considered the best way to begin. She wondered if she should wait for the food. She decided that, as there was much to say, she ought to make a start. She began in a voice she kept quite low, saying, ‘You are approaching nine years old. What do you know of becoming a woman, Simi?’

Simi frowned. Clearly, she hadn’t been expecting this. She slid her gaze to the street and then back to Monifa. She said, ‘Lim’s mum told her about babies and Lim told me.’

Monifa felt alarm race along her spine. Four years Simi’s senior, Lim had been Simi’s only Nigerian friend in Mayville Estate, but for weeks they hadn’t spoken of her. ‘What did Lim say?’

‘That a girl can’t have babies till she’s a woman and a man puts his thingy inside her somewhere. We couldn’t work out where, me ’n’ Lim, except Lim said babies come out of a woman’s stomach, so I said maybe the man puts his thingy in her mouth ’cause that’s where food goes to get into her stomach as well.’

‘Did Lim not tell you she’d become a woman?’

Simi shook her head, but she looked intrigued, which was good. ‘Is that why she’s gone to her gran’s for summer hols?’ she asked Monifa. ‘She will come home, won’t she?’

Monifa answered the only way she could. ‘I do not know and her mother has not said. But I do know that Lim had begun her bleeding and you will also, not so very far into the future. It’s the bleeding that says your womanhood has arrived.’

‘Bleeding?’ Simi asked. ‘Mum, Lim was bleeding? But how …?’

A number was called. Monifa went for Simi’s food. For herself, she’d purchased nothing. She had no appetite for this sort of thing. She set the tray on the table, removing each item and placing it in front of her daughter on three paper napkins that she opened to serve as protection against the table she’d already cleaned. She nodded at Simi to eat. Her daughter took a French fry and nibbled on it.

Monifa spoke quietly, bending towards Simi so that no one could overhear. Home would have been a better place to talk about this, but the truth was that she couldn’t risk it. ‘When a girl bleeds between her legs – which she does monthly when she reaches womanhood – her body is speaking to her, saying that she’s ready.’

‘For babies?’

‘Yes. But until there are babies, she prepares herself to grow them, and she also prepares herself for the man who will plant them in her.’

Simi had picked up her cheeseburger but she didn’t take a bite. Instead, she said, ‘Mummy, I don’t want babies. Not now. Really, Mummy. I don’t.’

‘Of course not. Not yet,’ Monifa told her. ‘That comes much later for a girl, after she is able to declare herself both pure and chaste. In Nigeria, this usually happens in her village. But for us – for our family – it is more complicated.’

Simi finally took a bite, but first she said, ‘Complicated? Why, Mummy?’

‘Living apart from our tribal village means that we must declare ourselves Yoruba. And this happens through an initiation. A ceremony must be performed to take you into the Yoruba tribe. Then, after the ceremony, you will be able to meet your aunts and uncles and cousins.’

Simi’s small brow furrowed as she took this in. She thought about it and finally said, ‘Oh.You mean I have to be really and truly Yoruba, so that I can meet them.’

‘This is exactly what I mean.’

‘Mummy, is that why we never see our family in Peckham? Because I’m not part of the tribe yet? But you’re part, aren’t you? And Papa? And Tani?’

‘We are part because we were born there, all three of us. Being born there makes things different. As to Peckham, we will go for a visit once you’re made pure. Would you like that, Simi? You would be so welcomed by your cousins.’

‘I would ever!’

‘Then that shall happen when you are ready.’ Monifa tucked an errant bit of hair into the scarf Simi was wearing like a headband. ‘There will be a grand celebration. You will be the guest of honour, and people will come to celebrate your womanhood and to bring you presents and money. Only when you are ready, though.’

‘I am!’ she cried. ‘Mummy, I am!’

‘Then we shall make it happen. But you and I, Simi …? We must keep the initiation a secret between us until everything is arranged and the clothing is purchased and the cake is ordered, and the food is chosen. Then it will be a surprise for your father and for Tani and for everyone who has not yet met you. Can you keep all of this a secret?’

‘I can! I can!’
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Mayville Estate
Dalston

North-east London

Tani had learned about Simi’s ‘initiation’ from Simi herself, the very night of the day when Monifa had revealed it to her. He didn’t know what the hell she was talking about so he barely attended to her chatter until the next evening, when she was fairly bursting with more exciting information. She first swore him to secrecy, saying, ‘’cause I’m really not s’posed to tell anyone’. But everything was to happen soon, she said, now that she was – in her words – ‘almost becoming a woman’. She wasn’t altogether sure when the initiation would occur and she couldn’t ’member everything Mum said, but there would be an initiation – ‘It’s a ceremony, Tani!’ – and then lots of people would come for a celebration. There would be gifts for her, and food and drink for everyone and even music and prob’ly dancing. Mummy was taking her to Ridley Road Market to find some suitable clothes for the celebration, Simi had informed him. And Mummy said she – Simi – could choose everything all by herself.

‘She tol’ me you didn’t get initiated,’ Simi said, which was the moment when he started to listen to her even more closely. ‘She said when someone’s born there like you, they’re automatic’ly Yoruba. Which is sad ’cos I expect you didn’t get to have a party, did you.’

Tani had never heard the word initiated used in reference to anything Nigerian. He asked her what the bloody hell she meant and she reported additional details of what their mother had told her. There was a lot of it and most of it was rubbish: not being Yoruba unless you were born on Nigerian soil, becoming a woman, becoming a pure and chaste woman, never having seen their family in Peckham in all these years because one had to be pure and initiated into the tribe in order to meet them. A ceremony would make all this happen, followed by a party, and new clothing. And course, there would not be babies till one was ready to have babies … Tani’s head felt stuffed with explosive cottonwool by the time his sister had finished her recitation.

He decided, however, not to confront their mother at once. He decided to wait in order to see how – or even if – this whatever-the-bloody-hell-it-was progressed. As things turned out, that did not take long.

The afternoon after that conversation with Simisola, while he was working at Into Africa, Tani saw his mother and sister browsing in Ridley Road Market. He wasn’t affected by the sight of them. Monifa came to the market often for the African food – especially greens and spices – that she couldn’t get in the local supermarket, and Simi frequently dropped by with a delivery of ready-made head wraps and turbans for Talatu’s stall. But during that evening, he began to see their trip to the market in a different light when Simi – bouncing with excitement on her bed – announced that she and Mum were ‘getting things ready’.

‘Let me show you, let me show you, let me show you,’ she sang.

He was on his bed, earphones on, listening to Idris Elba read A Prayer Before Dying, when Simi finally secured his attention. It was towards the end of the novel and Simi’s interruption wasn’t welcome, so he was irritated when he said, ‘Hey! Squeak, I’m listening. You c’n see that, can’t you?’

Her face altered. He felt immediately guilty. She did that to him. He said, ‘Okay. Sorry,’ and removed the earphones. ‘What d’you need?’

‘I want to tell you and show you,’ she said. ‘It’s really good, Tani. You won’t be sorry.’

He put the earphones on his bedside table next to his iPad and said, ‘Tell and show away. I’m all yours.’

She brought two shopping bags from her part of their shared clothes cupboard. She emptied the contents on to her bed in a jumble of colour as she chatted away, saying, ‘Part’s a big secret. Mum made me promise. But I c’n show you this. You must look, Tani. See what Mum bought me. It’s all so pretty!’

He roused himself from the supine position he’d been in, swinging his legs to the floor and joining his sister at her bed. She was sorting through items, and he saw among them two head wraps, three colourful wrapper skirts, four bright shirts, and a tangle of African jewellery: necklaces of wood and beads, earrings fashioned from seeds and pods, bracelets, two brooches of bone. His first thought was What is this shit? His second thought was Why’s she got all this crap meant for grown women?

It got worse when she dumped on to the bed a variety of makeup and the brushes to apply it. Christ, did she even have false eyelashes? Lipstick as well? What the hell?

She was chattering and he’d failed to attend. He tuned in when she was saying, ‘… all decorated with Congratulations, Simi! on it. Plus we ordered balloons, Tani. Helium balloons! And best of all – the very extra special best – I’ll have the money and Mum says I can spend it however I want. I’m having extensions braided in a bob. I want dark extensions with pink in them. Tiombe is going to do them. At Xhosa’s Beauty. I have to pay, an’ it’s a lot but … A bob, Tani.’ She sighed. ‘Just think!’

Tani felt a sinister rush flooding his body. He looked at everything, picked up a necklace, rubbed his fingers on the tatty fabric of one of the skirts. He said, ‘This is crap, this is. Why’d you want to wear it? Girls your age don’t go about in shit like this, Squeak. It’s for grown ladies, not for little girls.’

She was silent for a moment. He knew he’d hurt her feelings but hurting her feelings was beside the point. The point was the clothing, the jewellery, the makeup and what the hell was going on.

‘I won’t be a little girl, any longer,’ she said in a confidential tone. ‘I’ll be a woman. That’s what Mum says.’

‘Except you’re not ready to be a woman. No eight-year-old can be a woman. Being eight years old is the opposite of being a woman, Squeak.’

‘I will be. Mum says. An’ Easter tol’ me how it happens. She said she gives me a jab that makes me a woman and makes me initiated into the Yoruba tribe.’

‘Wetin dey happen? Who the hell’s Easter?’

‘She’s a lady Mummy took me to see. This is before we went to the market today. I wasn’t s’posed to tell you. But I will. She put me on a table – did Easter – an’ she checked my heart ’n’ stuff an’ then Mum came in an’ held my hand an’ then Easter looked at my … well, then it was over an’ she told Mum three weeks an’ Mum took me to the market to pick out clothes and the other stuff. D’you want to know about the cake? We haven’t done the food yet, me ’n’ Mum, but we talked to Masha about the cake. D’you want to know? I c’n tell you.’

Tani was thinking too rapidly to follow all this but he managed to nod as his mind continued racing. He barely heard:

‘It’ll be lemon. That’s what I want. Lemon cake with chocolate icing and yellow letters for Congratulations Simisola! I think I want daisies on it as well. Mum said roses would be better but I said daisies an’ I’m the one gets to decide. So maybe there’ll be like a daisy chain round the whole cake and on the daisy petals there’ll be sprinkles. Gold sprinkles are best, I think. Or maybe pink? I’m not sure yet.’

Tani listened to all of this with growing confusion. He couldn’t work out what his sister was really talking about, but it sounded to him like, for whatever reason, Monifa had spun a bizarre sort of web round Simi.

He decided to speak to his mother. The purchase of clothes and Simi’s report about this Easter person made it more than time to have a conversation about his sister. The next morning with Simi still asleep in her own bed across the room from his, he got up quietly, threw on jeans and a T-shirt, and went to find Monifa.

She was in the lounge, sorting through a very large mound of laundry. It didn’t look like any of it belonged to them except several of his father’s bloodstained shirts. The rest were clothes meant for small children along with articles of the kinds of women’s clothing that Monifa would never allow herself to wear. She was, he concluded, taking in laundry. He wondered if this was his father’s idea: more money for the family fund.

It was stifling in the flat. Monifa’s wrapper was a longer one, tied at one side of her chest. It left her arms bare – which Abeo wouldn’t like – but this was doing very little to cool his mother’s body. She was sweating and also murmuring to herself. He couldn’t catch what she was saying.

She didn’t see him so he watched her. He realised that he had no idea how old his mother was, and he would have to start from his father’s age to work back to hers. What he did know was that she looked old to him. Although her face was unlined, everything about her – her posture, her movements, the way she held her head and worked her hands – suggested age.

‘Who’s Easter?’ he said.

She started with a little cry, dropping the small T-shirts she was holding and gathering them and the rest of the laundry into a pile. ‘Tani! I did not see you. What is it you ask?’

‘Who’s this Easter that Simi’s going on about?’

She didn’t answer at first. Instead, she took a pillowcase from the floor and began to stuff the children’s clothing inside. When she had that done, she put the women’s clothing in a separate pillowcase. Abeo’s shirts she left where they were.

‘What did Simi say?’

‘She was telling me ’bout some daft “initiation”, Mum. Easter’s s’posed to help her be Yoruba now tha’ she’s becoming a woman. Those’re her words not mine. So who’s this Easter and how’s she helping an eight-year-old get to be a woman?’

Monifa gave a fond little laugh. ‘Oh goodness. Simi has become very confused.’

‘’bout what? An’ why the bloody hell does she think she’s got to be “initiated” to be Yoruba?’

‘She said that?’

‘There’s some big ceremony in her future is what it is. She’s got a pile of new clothes and jewellery. She showed it all to me. Then she went on ’bout this person Easter who’s giving her a jab so she can be a woman. She said there’s a ceremony and a celebration and why the hell di’ you tell her she has to do all this in order to meet the family in Peckham when you bloody well know Dad will never let her or me or you meet them because that means he might lose power over us.’

Monifa sat on the lumpy sofa. She gestured at a chair for Tani to sit as well. The last thing he felt like doing was sitting, but he cooperated. He flopped into his father’s armchair and waited, fastening his gaze on his mother’s face.

‘There are things,’ she began.

‘What things?’ he demanded.

‘Things that are of women, Tani. They are personal and difficult to explain to a child.’

‘Difficult to explain to Simi is what you’re saying. So …?’

‘So I tell her a little story to smooth the way.’

‘The way to what?’

‘The way to being examined for the first time. This is what Easter did. She listened to her heart and her lungs and then she looked to make sure everything was in order … inside Simi. Do you understand?’

‘Her girl parts? Tha’s what you mean?’

‘Yes. Her girl parts.’

‘Why’s an eight-year-old need her girl parts looked at?’

‘As I said, Tani. It is important that a girl be right.’

He took this in. He followed the path his mother was treading to its logical conclusion. ‘You mean you’re checking to see, innit. You told her ’bout initiations and ceremonies but what you’re in’erested in is if she can … Wha’s the word Pa uses? Oh, yeah. Abi. Breed. So this Easter looked her over to make sure her parts are right. There’s no jab and no initiation and no ceremony or anything else. There’s just wanting to know can Simi breed.’

Monifa said nothing. In her silence, Tani saw the truth.

‘An’ if she can, which is what you wanted to know, Pa can put her up for auction. He can take her to Nigeria, or he can put her face on a website, or he can whatever. He wants a big bride price for her, I wager, prob’ly more than he paid out for Omorinthesalad or whatever she’s called. Tha’s wha’ this is all about. And you’re goin’ to let it happen.’

‘This is not true.’

‘Yeah. It is. Why would it be anything but true? You’re happy for him to buy some random virgin for me to plug, so why would I ever think you might do something, say something, or be something to stop him from finding some bloke with big money who likes the idea of buying himself an eight-year-old guaranteed to be learning from her mum how to be a proper Nigerian wife?’

‘Tani, your father would never—’

‘I don’t wan’ to know what Pa would or what Pa wouldn’t. He’s just a bloke thinking he can get away with whatever he wants. But you don’t see that, do you? I jus’ hope you wake up, Mum, before he wrecks all of our lives.’

Trinity Green
Whitechapel

East London

During her first photography sessions at Orchid House, Deborah had discovered that there were going to be a few stumbling blocks to her success with the project. Most notably, she learned that she wouldn’t be allowed to begin photographing the girls until Narissa Cameron arrived. The girls didn’t know her, they had no reason to trust her, so this was how it had to be. On this day, though, when Deborah entered the room with her equipment, only the girls and the filmmaker’s associates were there. They were setting up for the day, and while Narissa’s digital camera looked ready to go, Narissa herself wasn’t present.

‘She’s down below,’ the sound technician told Deborah in answer to her unasked question. ‘She said she needed a word with Zawadi and that was … I dunno … thirty minutes ago? We’re on the clock, so it doesn’t matter to me or Elise here, but I don’t know how long we can keep this lot waiting.’ She tilted her head towards the girls.

‘I’ll see if I can fetch her,’ Deborah said. She didn’t want to lose a day of work, which she would do if the girls decided they’d waited long enough and drifted away.

She left the erstwhile chapel that Orchid House occupied at the far end of Trinity Green, a walled-in collection of seventeenth-century almshouses in Mile End Road. As she descended the chapel stairs, she caught a glimpse of an antique bloke watching her from a window in the nearest cottage along the green. She gave him a jaunty wave and, quick as that, he ducked away from the window. She went to a door that was tucked beneath the stairway, and opened it. Here were the offices of Orchid House, among them the one belonging to Zawadi, Orchid House’s brusque and rather intimidating founder.

Deborah wasn’t anxious to interrupt whatever Zawadi and Narissa were doing, as the former had greeted her arrival for the first round of taking photos a few days earlier with a dislike she didn’t bother to veil. ‘Let me tell you this, eh? I don’t want some do-gooding, privileged white cow on this project at all,’ had been her greeting. ‘Jus’ so you know, I want a Black photographer and I mean to find one and when I do, you’re gone. You understand?’

Deborah’s slowly spoken ‘Right,’ and her ‘I don’t blame you at all’, had seemed to surprise Zawadi. But the surprise lasted only a moment, after which she narrowed her eyes and said, ‘Go take your bloody pictures, if you can.’

It wasn’t exactly the hearty vote of confidence and approval that she’d hoped for and she’d wondered at first if Zawadi’s displeasure was something she intended to communicate to the girls. But that had not seemed the case, as once the girls had been given – from one of the adult volunteers – an example of what Narissa Cameron wanted from them in front of the camera, the project lurched forward with Deborah photographing some of the girls while Narissa was filming others. Aside from Zawadi’s marked dislike of her, there had been very little to impede Deborah’s project until this morning.

‘Two more days is what I can manage,’ was what Deborah heard as she approached Zawadi’s office. ‘I’m sorry, Zawadi. It’s just that I’ve a contract with my parents. As long as I stay clean, I can use the basement flat. If something violates that, upsets them, offends one of my sisters or my brother …? Who knows what it will take? But if that happens, I’m out on the street. And then I’m done for.’

‘Just talk to them. Be up front, be above board, be whatever. They’re reasonable people, yes?’

‘I don’t want to make things more difficult than they already are.’

‘Things’re always difficult. Haven’t you worked that out yet?’

Deborah coughed to alert them to her presence. She popped into the doorway. Zawadi was sitting behind her desk albeit shoved back from it in her wheeled office chair. She had adopted a position that indicated no compromise: arms beneath her breasts, no hands visible, stoic expression on her face.

‘Sorry,’ Deborah said to them both. ‘We’re ready above, Narissa. I’m a little concerned the girls might scarper. Everything all right?’

She knew as soon as she added that last bit that she shouldn’t have, for Zawadi rolled her eyes and came back with ‘“All right?” Really? When was the las’ time things were all right for any of us?’

Narissa said firmly and – it had to be said – kindly as if to make up for Zawadi’s hostility, ‘Everything’s fine. And you’re right: I’ve got to see to my work. We can talk later, eh?’ She directed this last to Zawadi. ‘If you’ll make a few more calls in the meantime … Please. I can only do what I can do.’

Zawadi huffed and turned her desk chair so that she didn’t need to look at either of them. As she did so, Deborah followed Narissa to the stairs.

‘Try to ignore her,’ Narissa said as they ducked outside and round the corner of the building to the stone steps up to the chapel. ‘She’s been at this for over a decade, and she gets out of sorts when things aren’t running the way she wants them to run.’

‘I suppose she’s got a lot on her mind,’ Deborah noted. ‘I can understand.’

Narissa halted, third step from the top. ‘Don’t ever say that to her.’

‘What?’

‘That you can understand. You can’t. You don’t. You never will.’ Narissa sighed, looking out over the summer-dead lawn that gave a name to this place in other seasons. ‘You probably have good intentions. But what’s bad in Zawadi’s life …? It’s not something she can take a holiday from, at least not in the way you probably can.’

Deborah followed Narissa up the rest of the steps. The filmmaker stopped again, this time at the entrance to the old chapel. Deborah said, ‘What am I to say to her, then?’

‘Clueless,’ Narissa said. ‘That’s me, not you. Half the time I don’t know what to say to her, and at least I’m mixed race, so I’ve got an advantage.’

‘I do know she wants someone else to take the portraits,’ Deborah said.

‘Sure. Can you blame her? I mean, no way is Zawadi going to make like she’s happy Dominique Shaw chose you. Doesn’t make sense to her. Doesn’t make sense to me either. It’s not like there aren’t any Black photographers in London. But Dominique’s white and she thinks white, which is to say most of the time she doesn’t think at all because she doesn’t have to think. She never thought we might be better off if we hired someone without marshmallow skin, no offence. She liked your book, which meant you were the one to do the job. Zawadi tried to argue the point before you ever came to the meeting and after you left, but Dominique said, “This is more important than political correctness, culture wars, and white privilege.” So here we are, after one hell of an angry debate, by the way, during which Dominique learned more than she probably considered possible about white privilege.’

Deborah saw how the entire project – as envisioned by the undersecretary – might have benefited from having only Black people affiliated with it. But she also thought about the size of the battle they were mounting through Orchid House, through other organisations like Orchid House, through Narissa’s documentary, and through her own photographic project. She said, ‘Could it be that Dominique’s intention is to inflame as many people as possible, from all races and all walks of life?’

‘Are you suggesting that Black people wouldn’t be able to do that? That only a white project made by white people is capable of it?’

‘That’s not at all what I mean.’

‘No? Then think about what you’re saying when you say it.’

Deborah felt at a loss. She finally said, ‘I do want to help. Does she know that? Do you?’

‘Oh. Right. You want to help. Everyone wants to help till it comes down to it and help is solicited. People say this is a righteous cause. Always. What else are they going to say? But words’re nothing because when it’s time to step forward or write a cheque, things turn different.’

‘I’m not like that,’ Deborah told her.

‘Really?’ Narissa sounded scornful but she adjusted enough to say, ‘Well, at some point you’ll probably have a chance to prove it.’

That said, she entered the building, calling, ‘Who’s ready to talk? Come to the filming room. Take a seat.’

Kingsland High Street
Dalston

North-east London

Adaku had rounded up the required two hundred and fifty pounds. She phoned the number from the card that Easter Lange had given her, made the long journey to Kingsland High Street again, and used the unmarked buzzer next to the door to ring the bell. When a disembodied voice demanded to know who was at the door, she said, ‘It is Adaku. I have the money.’

The response was, ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Are you Easter?’

‘If I am, that doesn’t mean I know what you want.’ And she ended their exchange abruptly.

Adaku wondered what had gone amiss. She concluded that Easter was not alone. She wasn’t sure if she was meant to wait or meant to come back another time. Then, some thirty seconds into her wondering, footsteps pounded towards the front of the building. Two deadbolts were released, the door cracked ajar, then swung open, and Easter stood in front of her, a white lab coat buttoned over her street clothes. She made no courteous preamble. Instead she said, ‘Show me.’

‘Once I’m inside. Not before.’

Easter’s eyes narrowed speculatively. She kept one hand on the knob of the door and her body blocked any attempt on Adaku’s part to enter. She gave a slow and studied look round the area: across the street, windows and doorways, on their side of the street, the same. She said, ‘Why are you really here? I have a very bad feeling about you.’ She looked beyond Adaku again. A street sweeper had rounded the corner, and he was desultorily removing debris from the gutter. Then back at Adaku, she said sharply, ‘You’re the police.’

Impatiently Adaku shifted her weight from hip to hip. ‘Do I look like the police to you? What do you think? I’m an undercover agent who throws money round?’ She rustled in her bag and brought out the envelope holding the cash. She said, ‘Here’s the money you asked me to bring. Two hundred fifty pounds.’

Easter glanced at it, on her face the expression of a woman who suspected that the notes were likely to explode into a shower of red dye if she put her fingers on them.

‘Isn’t this what you asked for?’ Adaku said. ‘Two hundred fifty pounds?’ When Easter still did not reach for the envelope, Adaku took the notes from it and fanned them in her face.

Easter looked over her shoulder in the direction of the stairs. Once again Adaku thought there must be someone above who was unaware of what was going on below. This had to be straight-out bribery.

Adaku added, ‘I can get a referral for you as well. It won’t be easy, but I’ll do it. If the money and the referral aren’t enough for you, though, I will have to take my business elsewhere.’

‘It is five hundred pounds in total,’ Easter said. She snatched the envelope. She shoved it into the pocket of the white lab coat she was wearing, and said, ‘Two hundred more if you want to proceed.’

‘And if I do not wish that?’

‘Are you asking if your money is then returned? No. It isn’t. Not once you’ve stepped inside. So what’s it to be? In or out?’ She opened the door wider. With a curse beneath her breath about money she would lose if things went wonky, Adaku entered.

The foyer wasn’t a great deal larger than a draughts board, with lino in a draughts-board pattern. It bore at least a week’s worth of post lying round. Most of it appeared to be rubbish adverts.

Easter led Adaku towards the back of the building where stairs were covered by dusty threadbare carpet worn completely through in places. The hand rail was sticky here and there and marked by past encounters with furniture. Adaku touched it only briefly.

The first floor revealed one door, presumably to a flat. It wore a steel plate and had three deadbolt locks although from the street the place had looked uninhabited. Easter led her past this and up another flight of stairs. Here a newish-looking door also possessed a steel plate and two deadbolts, along with a sign reading PRIVATE. Up the final flight of stairs, they came to a door standing open to a reception area furnished with a desk, its chair, two filing cabinets, and two additional plastic chairs against one of the walls with a small table between them. This held a lamp, a woven grass basket containing miniature chocolate bars, and two dog-eared home decorating magazines. On the desk stood a computer’s monitor along with two stacked in-and-out trays. Nothing was in them, and aside from Easter, there seemed to be no one present.

Adaku said, ‘I would like to speak to the doctor.’

‘You’re speaking to the doctor,’ Easter told her.

‘If that’s the case, why is no one else here?’

‘Procedures occur only as requested. Is that somehow important to you?’

Adaku frowned. This wasn’t what she had expected. She said, ‘How do I know you are a doctor, then? How do I know you’re qualified?’

‘Because I’ve just told you. You can choose to believe me or you can go. It’s all the same to me. Now, do you want to see the establishment for your three hundred pounds or was the climb up the stairs enough for you?’

Adaku considered her options, which appeared to be limited to losing her money or at least being shown the premises. She chose the second option. Easter led her to a room that opened off the waiting area.

To Adaku, it looked like every examination room in the country: exam table, scales, small credenza the top of which held cottonwool, swabs, thermometer, rolls of gauze a stethoscope, a sphygmomanometer, a speculum. Everything was pristine, not a smudge or a fingerprint anywhere. There was nothing on the walls save a chart that indicated the optimum weight for a particular height. In one corner was a chair upon which, Adaku assumed, the patient – or client, she supposed – left her clothing. In another corner a wheeled stool made it easier for the doctor to conduct examinations.

It was all very orderly, Adaku thought. Indeed, the room was considerably more orderly than her own GP’s office. That told her a great deal.

Easter opened a second door, and this gave on to a small operating theatre, with lights, the necessary table, several large canisters – presumably for the purposes of anaesthesia – two monitors, and a credenza holding sterile gloves, instruments in cases, and everything else to suggest that medical procedures were conducted therein.

Adaku asked Easter who administered the anaesthetic. Easter said a nurse anaesthetist joined her as needed. ‘Do you want to see below?’ Easter asked her. She didn’t sound enthusiastic about showing Adaku anything else.

‘What’s below?’

‘A recovery room. The patients remain overnight.’

‘Who stays with them?’

‘Their mothers or another female relative. I check on them as well.’

Adaku wondered at this. Easter appeared to be a woman-for-all-medical-seasons. Why, then, wasn’t she working at a hospital instead of here, hidden away in a decrepit building in north London? She asked the question.

Easter said, ‘Because I believe in the work of this clinic.’

But anyone could make that claim, Adaku thought. ‘Have you lost any patients?’ she asked.

‘Of course not.’

‘But that’s what you would say, eh? You’re hardly going to tell me otherwise.’

Easter opened her hands and moved her shoulders in a way that said Believe what you wish.

‘Where do we go from here? I mean, after I see the recovery room.’

‘After that, you make your decision.’ Easter led the way out of the operating theatre and opened a drawer of the desk. From this she took a card, identical to the one she’d supplied earlier. Printed on it was only a telephone number. No name, no employment, just a phone number. She handed it to Adaku. ‘If you decide to go ahead, you phone that number for an appointment.’

‘Then?’

‘You’re given a date for the procedure. Two weeks after, there’s another exam.’

‘It sounds very thorough,’ Adaku noted.

‘It is. What is done here is always swift, hygienic, and without any danger of post-surgery infection.’

‘And if that happens? Some kind of infection?’

‘Then you’re better off having come here in the first place. I expect you’re not looking for a butcher.’

Streatham

South London

She’d designated the Rookery for their meeting that evening. Part of Streatham Common, it was all that remained of a once-flourishing estate: a large house, and its gardens that had stood on a slope overlooking much of London. Part of the place was walled and formal: neat paths laid out, beds delineated, flowers and shrubbery thriving. Part of it was wild and wooded.

She’d told him she would meet him among a grove of juvenile chestnuts. They were easy enough to find, she said, as they stood on the north side of the Rookery at the end of a wide paved path that bisected the entire area. This path was sided by a long row of wooden benches set against each other cheek by jowl and facing a sloping lawn upon which an enormous cedar of Lebanon stood. There were steps down this slope, she’d told him, but don’t use them. There will be no need. The chestnut grove is above.

Mark Phinney had waited ten hours to see her. When she hadn’t been there as he’d ducked into the grove of chestnuts, the panic he’d felt had nearly – and stupidly – done him in. Foolishly then, he’d phoned her. Foolishly then, he’d texted her. Then, he’d cursed her. Then he’d cursed himself, his life, his desire, and everything that could be cursed save Lilybet. Lilybet, he told himself, did not deserve as a father the kind of man he was fast becoming. No. That last bit wasn’t true, was it? She did not deserve the kind of man he was. He wanted to leap into his own head and scour his brain of every thought that did not have to do with his daughter. That, he decided, was the only solution to what was happening to him.

And then she was there. She came through the trees quietly, and as quickly as an act of magic, everything else was forgotten because she was his anchor and the better part of his soul. He began to kiss her. His abject hunger humiliated him.

But her need seemed to meet his. She removed her blouse and her bra and her breasts were what she offered. He squeezed her nipples till she moaned and then he took one into his mouth as her hands found his waist and his buckle and the zipper and God God God he shoved her against one of the tree trunks and freed his cock and grabbed her again and felt for her skirt and raised it raised it raised it but no she said no Mark no not yet let me and she knelt and took him into her mouth then she rubbed him between her breasts then into her mouth again then her breasts and he wanted to weep and he wanted to hurt her and he wanted to make her want him as much as he wanted her and she couldn’t stop she must not stop she must never stop because for this entire day for every moment when he couldn’t think because of this this she was what was waiting for him.

He gasped as the pleasure surged through him. He wanted to own her the way a man wants to own a woman in a moment like this.

She murmured against his cock. Was it good?

He was drained of tension. He was full of nothing, just the fact of her in his life.

She rose. She cradled his cheek. He kissed her palm and said, ‘Let me. I want to—’

She placed her slender index finger against his mouth. ‘Was it good?’ she asked again.

He laughed softly. ‘What do you think?’

‘I’m glad of it.’ Both her blouse and her bra lay discarded on the ground, and she picked them up. When he said, ‘No, don’t,’ she shook her head. When he said, ‘Please. I just … All right. I’ll only look. I swear. If you won’t allow me … I’ve got to see you, at least.’

‘I can’t,’ she told him. ‘The park will close soon. Someone will be along in a moment to make sure no one’s locked inside.’

He wondered if she’d set things up that way. This was the part of town where she lived. She would know where and at what time they could meet, the sort of place where the hour of the day allowed only what had just occurred between them. He said, ‘I’ve gone straight round the bend. You’re all I think about. I can’t do my job properly any longer. And I’m not going to be able to do it properly if we go on like this.’

She was buttoning her blouse. The light was nearly gone. He couldn’t see her face as well as he wished. She said, ‘Are you saying you won’t be able to do your job unless you’ve had your penis inside my vagina?’ She laughed sharply.

‘This isn’t a game,’ he said, and when she didn’t reply, he added, ‘D’you know that I could have you right here if I chose to? Or I could show up one night at your flat. But I don’t do that, do I? I let you set the rules.’

‘Do you mean you’re owed something because of that?’

‘You know that’s not what I believe.’

‘Then what do you believe? What do you imagine? You come to my flat, force your way inside, I submit and we fuck—’

‘Don’t say it like that.’

‘—and then you go home to your wife and child and I’m left with what? Watering my plants? Is that how you see it?’

‘Is this how you see it?’ He gestured round the grove. ‘This feels … filthy is what it feels.’

‘And in my flat – perhaps in my bed? – it would feel less so? With your wife and your daughter at home while you and I are naked in a bed together?’

‘Not a bed. Your bed.’

‘Which makes it less tawdry? My bed where at least we can control the freshness of the sheets?’

‘I love you,’ he said. ‘It’s killing me. There’s nothing for me there. Pietra and I … there’s nothing. Just Lilybet and even she … without you … Christ, I think I’m going mad. And with you not letting me be with you the way I want to be with you …? That makes it all worse. Not better. Worse.’

‘Then we should end it.’

‘Is that what you want?’

She moved to him. She kissed him deeply, pressing against him. ‘I don’t want either of us to make this into something we both end up regretting,’ she said.

‘I won’t regret anything. There is no regret for me. There’s just this. Us. But I can’t cope any longer with the way it’s going.’

He strode away from her, ducking beneath the chestnut branches to come out on the path above the slope of lawn. She was right about so many things, he thought. She was wrong about so many others. But they were caught, the two of them. They had been caught the very moment he found himself looking at her long crossed legs – so smooth, they were – and then allowed himself to look at the rest of her, quite slowly, taking her in and wondering and imagining. Had there ever been a bigger fool? he wondered. Paulie’s recommended way was also the way of wisdom: massage with benefits administered by a woman whose full name he would never know, let alone pronounce correctly. It was a business deal with nothing attached to it save money while this was like a structure on fire, doing what unmanaged fires do: consuming everything in its vicinity.

He heard her emerge from the trees behind him. She took his hand. He raised hers to his face and pressed it to his cheek. They walked in silence, out of the Rookery and in the direction of Streatham Common. He said, ‘I don’t know how to continue as we are because I can’t see a life without you in it. I can’t even imagine a life without you in it. What I have now is a life by halves, by quarters, even.’

‘Our life together – yours and mine – can only go so far,’ she said. ‘If it goes farther, we both face ruin. We have other people we must protect. Or at least you do. And I must also protect myself.’

Of course she was saying only what both of them already knew. He could no more desert Pete and Lilybet than he could cut off his right arm without pain. Through no fault of their own, they needed him and though he needed this woman standing next to him, his hands were as tied as his future was set.

They were halfway across the common when she said, ‘Over there,’ and indicated lights in the distance, across the wide and open space. ‘The Mere Scribbler,’ she said. ‘Let’s end this evening with a drink at the pub and say goodnight. Just goodnight and nothing more.’

He nodded agreement. No matter his wishes – and they were plenty – it was, in truth, the only plan that could be acted upon.
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